INTRODUCTION
The United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (UPCUSA) and the Presbyterian Church in the U.S. (PCUS) both studied the topic of same-gender relationships and issued 'definitive guidance' statements on ordination (and installation), but did not issue polity statements regarding same-gender blessing and marriage (see Vermaak 2009 for a full discussion). The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (PC(USA)) has dealt with the topic since its beginning in 1983 through polity means, following the pattern established by the 1927 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (PCUSA), when it accepted the report of the Special Commission of 1925 to give preference to polity when dealing with theological issues (PCUSA Minutes 1927 :58-86, cf. Vermaak 2010 . This paper briefly highlights some of the decisions, which can be made by the General Assembly when it issues an Authoritative Interpretation on the Constitution of the PC(USA) -the Book of Order and The Book of Confessions -by the presbyteries when they approve an amendment sent to them by the General Assembly to change the Constitution, or an Authoritative Interpretation issued by the denomination's highest court -the General Assembly Permanent Judicial Commission (GAPJC) -when it issues a ruling. Authoritative Interpretations are binding on the denomination, but are not printed in the Book of Order. One has to search through either the General Assembly Minutes or the denomination's website to find these Authoritative Interpretations, especially regarding samegender relationships.
SAME-GENDER BLESSINGS AND MARRIAGES
In 1983, the UPCUSA and PCUS reunited to form the PC(USA), and the General Assembly added a new statement regarding marriage to the Directory for Worship in the Book of Order:
Marriage is a gift God has given to all humankind for the well-being of the entire human family. Marriage is a civil contract between a woman and a man. For Christians marriage is a covenant through which a man and a woman are called to live out together before God their lives of discipleship. In a service of Christian marriage a lifelong commitment is made by a woman and a man to each other, publicly witnessed and acknowledged by the community of faith (W-4.9001) .
Although W-4.9001 did not address same-gender marriages or unions, it was a clear statement that the Constitution did not support them; only marriages between heterosexual persons were recognised and permitted in the PC(USA). Interestingly, but not surprising, the second sentence that 'marriage is a civil contract between a woman and a man' [emphasis added] once again showed the double standards the church has used. The Westminster Confession of Faith up to the 1950s defined marriage as 'a union between one man and one woman designed of God to last so long as they both shall live' (PCUS Minutes 1959:69-70; 6.133 The Book of Confessions). The classic language of marriage between 'one man and one woman' pertained to the idea of lifelong marriage, which could only be ended through the death of a spouse or divorce on the grounds of adultery (these were the only two reasons Jesus gave for a marriage to end and for remarriage to occur). Thus, if one spouse remarried for reasons other than death or adultery, one would be married to more than one spouse and thus commit adultery.
The Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (PCUSA) in 1952 (PCUSA Minutes 1952 , which united with the United Presbyterian Church in North America in 1958 to become the UPCUSA, and the PCUS in 1959 (PCUS Minutes 1959:69-70) , respectively, amended the Westminster Confession of Faith 6.131-132 and 6.133-139 to allow for divorce and remarriage on grounds other than infidelity -namely, when 'a marriage dies in the heart and the union becomes intolerable' (6.137 The Book of Confessions).
Thus, the predecessor churches of the PC(USA) changed their Confessions in the 1950s to allow for the remarriage of divorced persons, specifically for ministers to continue to serve in congregations after divorce and remarriage, despite acknowledging that Jesus strictly forbade divorce except on the grounds of adultery, and remarriage only after divorce resulting from adultery or after the death of a spouse. Yet, Jesus recognised that sin corrupts marriage and '... he acknowledged divorce as a reality, but without approving it' (PCUS 1980:361) . Thus, 'Christians who are sinners, do divorce ... ' (PCUS 1980:361) , but partnered gay and lesbian Christians, who are defined as 'sinners' by the 1978 and 1979 'definitive guidance' when they are actively involved in relationships, are not allowed to marry. An exception applies to the majority of heterosexuals in the church, while the minority of partnered gay and lesbian Christians is excluded under this exception. Thus, the GAPJC made it clear that a minister could not perform a same-gender marriage; it would be a violation of the Constitution. However, countless ministers have merely moved the services offsite and have performed same-gender blessing and/or marriage services without requiring permission from the session or having to report these services to the session and/or the presbytery (ministers are required to report all civil marriages which they perform to the session and/or the presbytery). The GAPJC, however, did not specify what these liturgies for same-gender blessing should look like, or instruct any committee to write such liturgies. The GAPJC left the liturgical distinction wholly up to the ministers who perform these blessings and the sessions who allow them to occur on church property. Currently, no Presbyterian-sanctioned samegender blessing liturgies or guidelines exist.
The 2000 GAPJC, in the Benton ruling, used 'should' language three times, which did not compel compliance from ministers performing same-gender unions; it did not use a single 'shall' or 'must' which did. 'Should' and 'should not' are considered more a recommendation than a requirement and leave little opportunity for remedial or disciplinary action in same-gender union services. The GAPJC's use of 'should' is part of the long history of not over-legislating what is permissible and what is impermissible, but allowing governing bodies and ministers to exercise freedom of conscience. The question remains whether 'should' and 'should not' are flat-out requirements or prohibitions or if 'SHOULD signifies practice that is strongly recommended' (Preface to the Book of Order).
Despite multiple GAPJC decisions, uncertainty still exists over the distinction between same-gender blessings and marriages and which criteria are to be used to distinguish the difference. Unfortunately, the uncertainty regarding the force and intent of the language in the 1991 Authoritative Interpretation, coupled with the 2000 Benton ruling, created a climate which was rife for judicial complaints. This, in turn, led to General Assemblies and GAPJCs trying to clarify the polity, while wholly ignoring the theological dimensions of same-gender blessings and marriages. (Brondyke, et al 2007 (Brondyke, et al [sic -2008 ) in the state of Massachusetts, where it is permissible. The PPJC dismissed charges 2, 3, and 4 and directed the Prosecuting Committee to amend charges 1 and 5 (PJC of the Presbytery of Boston 2009a:1-2). The PPJC did not sustain the revised charge 1; it argued that the prosecution did not prove that W-4.9000 contained mandatory language. Also:
Since : a. the history of the laws governing marriage and civil union, including current policy debates; b. how the theology and practice of marriage have developed in the Reformed and broader Christian tradition; c. the relationship between civil union and Christian marriage; d. the effects of current laws on same-gender partners and their children; e. the place of covenanted same-gender partnerships in the Christian community. A Part 4 was added: the overture advocated for equal rights and did not seek to redefine the nature of Christian marriage (PC(USA) Minutes 2008:258-259). The Special Committee completed its report and did not recommend any changes in the definition of marriage in the Book of Order, since they believed they had no mandate from the 2008 General Assembly (Scanlon 2010:1) . It recommended that the General Assembly encourage presbyteries and sessions to develop resources regarding how church facilities can be used for (same-gender) blessing ceremonies and how clergy can participate in same-gender union ceremonies. It also recommended that the Office of Theology and Worship and the Department of Constitutional Services provide updated guidelines and resources addressing the difference between a ceremony of Christian marriage and a same-gender union ceremony (PC(USA) 2010:30). General Assemblies and the Office of Theology and Worship have been avoiding this issue since 1991; by not providing any liturgical and practical guidelines for same-gender unions and blessings, they are seen as not endorsing it.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The federal government of the United States of America does not recognise the marriages of same-gender couples and is prohibited from doing so by the Defense of Marriage Act. However, civil same-gender marriages are legal in the states of Connecticut, Iowa, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, and the district of Washington, D.C., and their validity is recognised by the state of New York. Additionally, the 18 000 same-gender marriages performed in the state of California from June to November 2008 have been upheld. The PJC of the Boston Presbytery set the precedent on whether civil samegender marriages are impermissible under W-4.9001, ruling '... that the definition of Christian marriage in W-4.9001 is merely descriptive; there is no mandatory language in this article' (PJC of the Presbytery of Boston 2009b:4). Both the Southard and Spahr rulings are set for years of appeal, all the way to the GAPJC level. Future overtures from presbyteries to the General Assembly, commissioners' resolutions by two commissioners to a General Assembly meeting, and communications requesting clarity, will request Authoritative Interpretations regarding both liturgical and civil same-gender marriages. The polity battle over civil and liturgical same-gender blessings and marriages, and the accompanying charges and trials will continue in the absence of theological study, debate and guidance regarding same-gender relationships.
